The article shows the results of a comparative analysis of the complaints management mechanisms offered by ten European Public Service Broadcasting (PSB) systems on their corporate websites. Using a qualitative methodology, it maps the procedures and evaluates the visibility, transparency and dissemination of results. The findings show, firstly, great diversity in terms of responsible election and management, despite the converging media governance. Also noteworthy is the margin of substantial improvement in the transparency and dissemination possibilities, specially relating to the interaction offered by the digital environment. Among the ten public corporations analysed, the BBC is the best ranked, while RAI presents the worst performance. Finally, the comparative analysis shows some correlation within the Hallin and Mancini Mediterranean model, but less are evident among the countries included in the Liberal and Democratic Corporate model.
Introduction
The different ways to manage viewers' complaints and requests fall within the scope of the transparency and social responsibility framework, as an opening statement towards the citizens' supervision, indicating the quality and ultimately the credibility of the audience. Concern about these issues has been manifest since the 1940s and has increased in recent decades, as the tension between business and public service has risen (Lauk and Kus, 2012) . Hodges defined 'responsibility' as the theoretical approach to a proper conduct and 'accountability' as the practice, the way of compelling it (in Bardoel, 2007: 446) . However, the concept of media accountability remains far from being clear or precise (Dennis, Gillmor and Glasser, 1989; Bardoel and d'Haenens, 2004; Groenhart, 2013) . It involves, as Pritchard said, "the process by which media organizations may be expected or obliged to render an account of their activities to their constituents" (2000: 2).
Media researchers have described different media accountability instruments. Bertrand considered press councils, codes of ethics, journalism reviews or ombudsmen as some of the 'Media Accountability Systems' (MAS), "non-State means of making media responsible towards the public" (2000: 108), the boost of which stimulated the Hutchins Commission (Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947) , that emphasised the media's social responsibility and accountability in order to avoid state regulation. McQuail underlines this complexity, pointing out that "accountable communication exists where authors (originators, sources or gatekeepers) take responsibility for the quality and consequences of the publication, orient themselves to 2012: 3), but Groenhart estimates that much potential of public media accountability is wasted because professionals and companies identify it from an improvement-by-sanction perspective and subsequently reject it claiming professional autonomy (2013).
However, some scholars perceive a change in the motivations, moving from a concept rooted in the paradigm of social responsibility-more likely to see accountability instruments as a limitation-towards another focused on citizen participation-mainly as a reaction against the first one for failing to achieve the desired results (Christians et al., 2009; Von Krogh, 2012) . In this sense, Groenhart observes "an emerging interest in transparency and dialogue in journalism by means of consumer loyalty and innovating journalistic practices", that "shifts the focus from a punishment perspective towards more rewarding cooperative logics" (2013: 1). In recent years, the impact of the online MAS has focused the attention of many studies, related to issues such as participatory journalism or blogging (Domingo and Heinonen, 2008; Hermida, 2010; Singer et al., 2011) . Projects like Media Accountability and Transparency in Europe (MediaAcT) incorporate online tools when mapping media accountability infrastructures and journalists' attitudes towards media selfregulation in 14 countries (Eberwein et al., 2011) . Heikkilä et al. (2012) , on their behalf, analysed the emerging practices and innovations. Nevertheless, some scholars point out the concerns of verification, accountability and accuracy of some of the spaces (Fenton, 2010; Ruiz et al., 2013) or note that, despite the interesting contribution, "the technological ease of participating does not automatically create a more democratically involved citizenry" (Holt and Von Krogh 2010, 298) . Others, after an international survey, are even more categorical: "[I]t becomes clear very quickly that the highly-touted online communication is in no way the new miracle cure in the general struggle for more journalistic responsibility" (Eberwein and Porlezza, 2014: 433) , in line with the considerations of De Haan and Bardoel (2012: 17) .
Advantages of online media accountability in terms of speed or costs could suggest that the internal Ombudsman has become an old-fashioned or irrelevant figure. Changes in candidate profiles, elimination of the post, or substitution of tasks 5 , all mainly justified by financial reasons, are emphasised in some studies (Evers, Groenhart and Van Groesen, 2010; Starck, 2010; Quixadá, 2010 and provedora for Radio; and, due to the regional organisation in Switzerland, the ombudsmen of the three most representative media-Schweizer Radio und Fernsehen (SRF), Radio Télévision Suisse (RTS) and Radiotelevisione Svizzera (RSI).
The first step in our analyses tries, among the diversity of options, to identify and categorise different models to deal with viewers' complaints. The method combines the analysis of data included in the website sections with indirect information from legal regulatory documents and bibliography. Our first aim was to obtain direct information from those responsible for the service but only a few of them filled in our questionnaire.
For that reason and in order to homogenize the gathering of data, we finally decided on an indirect process.
The data collection took place between May and June 2016.
In order to answer the second research question, a datasheet with a combination of questions about the website service was designed, aiming to audit visibility on the main page, accessibility, transparency of the process, publication of results, dissemination of legal and self-regulatory documents, use of social networks or disclosure on TV programmes.
The choice of countries and public service broadcasting -one for each country-is based on two criteria:
firstly, the representativeness in the country (including the state versus regional emission character) and, secondly, the accessibility to the vehicular language by the researcher. Related to the first option, in
Germany the Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen (ZDF) has been chosen instead of Das Erste (ARD) and, in Spain, RTVE instead of other regional broadcasters. The second rule determined the amount of countries included, representative of Western Europe, but also the election of the Radio Télévision Belge Francophone (RBTF)
instead of the Flemish Vlaamse Radio-en Televisieomroep (VRT). The Swiss SRGSSR represents a special case, since the corporation itself comprises four regional media, three of which-except the Radiotelevisiun Svizra Rumantscha-have been analysed.
Discussion

Models of procedure
With the goal of identifying, among the highest diversity of systems, some models of handling and resolving complaints, seven parameters relating to the procedure have been analysed (see Table 1 ): the regulatory document, the characteristics of those responsible (single member or a committee), the existence of previous labour links, the election of the main responsible bodies, the number of departments involved in the internal process, the possibility of an external appeal and the ultimate goal of the complaints process. Broadcast Compliance, for a review that "will always be carried out by an Editorial Manager senior to the member of staff who replied to the complaint in the first instance" 6 . The ZDF centralises the management of the complaints in the Fernsehrat but clearly differentiates between the first review in charge of the general manager and a second, in charge of a special commission (Programmbeschwerden) on the audience council.
The BBC has designed a three step process that involves BBC Information or an editorial manager (stage 1), the BBC's Editorial Standards Board (stage 2) and the BBC Trust (stage 3), "ensuring that complaints are properly handled, and acting as a final arbiter on complaints previously handled by the Editorial Complaints Unit and divisional directors" (BBC).
Together with the internal procedure, BBC viewers in the UK can also complain to the broadcasting regulator Considering the ultimate goal of the internal complaints process, it is possible to differentiate between four functions: complaints reception (RAI), transference to external instances (ORF), conciliation (Swiss) or delivery of an opinion (ZDF, BBC, France Télévisions, RTVE, RTBF, RTP, RTÉ).
Visibility of the complaints sections
In order to define how the complaints sections are enclosed on the websites, the datasheet designed observes three main questions: usability, transparency and dissemination, all of which are itemised and evaluated on a scale from 0 (absence, if applicable) to 3 (best level). Usability is a key concept directly connected to the information architecture and navigation system, a quality attribute (Nielsen 2012 ) that determinates how useful an interface is. To measure this point we have analysed the findability-the quality of being locatable or navigable (Morville and Rosenfeld, 2007) -and functionality of the section. According to the character of the navigation component (front page or major section, sub-site or lower tier) and its placement (top or bottom), we have assigned a value. None of the websites analysed places this section on the most visible point, the front page. However, most of them locate it on the fat footer (value 2) or on a top or bottom sub-site (value 1). In the functionality case, the score has been assessed taking into consideration three aspects: the clear identification, the specific use for complaints and the organisation of the section in view of the title and contents. This parameter (evaluated on a scale from 0 to 3) is revealed to differentiate, far from the placement of the section, the suitability of the service. While the BBC and ZDF place the section at a lower level, both clearly identify the objective of the division, devoted to complaining about the broadcasting contents, and offer a proper organisation of the information allocated there. The BBC not only introduces the keyword on the section label and devotes it to the announced purpose, but also clearly organises the The parameter transparency tries to evaluate the information offered in terms of access, identification of the responsible body, complaints management and publication of results. Each of these four aspects has been ranked from 0 to 3, so the maximum score for transparency is 12 points. All of the PSB, except the Swiss RSI and SRF, offer a digital formulary to complain, which guarantees the optimum management. Less common are mail addresses, phone or fax numbers together, an option that only BBC or RSI present, while the rest choose between one of them. Taking into consideration the possibilities offered by the website, in terms of information, it is noteworthy that some PSB present scarce details about the responsible body, barely the name (RTÉ) or not even that (RTBF), and some corporations present different strategies depending on the figure, as do France TV, SRGSSR or RTP. The Portuguese PSB presents an extended CV from the radio provedora in the same section and only the name and a picture from the TV provedor. In order to check the transparency of the process three aspects have been observed: the information about deadlines, about the procedure and the possibility or not to appeal, scoring a point for every item incorporated. The complete information is enclosed in BBC, ZDF, SRGSSR and RTÉ, but ORF and RTP only respond to one of them, while France TV presents a special case: the médiateur of France 2 is the only one that explains that the corporation has two first instance médiateurs (France 2 and France 3) and a third one (médiateur des programmes) that acts in second instance, although this fact is not explicit in the concerned section, not even in France 3.
The publication of results is a fundamental point to certify the transparency of the service, but not all the PSB ombudsmen assume this task or carry it out at the highest level (Hasebrink, Herzog and Eilders, 2007: 81), as the BBC does, with a variety of options that includes regular responses to recent complaints-which have either generated significant numbers of complaints or raised relevant issues-, recently upheld or resolved complaints-after referral to the independent Editorial Complaints Unit, those findings are archived in half-yearly reports-and finally, quarterly reports including the appeals to the BBC Trust about Editorial, Fair Trading, TV Licensing and other complaints. Also ranked from 0 to 3, this indicator has been valuated taking into consideration the inclusion on the website of general statistics or resolved cases, the last annual or quarterly reports and a series of them, provided that the website allows the storage. Notwithstanding that, ORF offers no information about the considered issues in the section and RTBF only includes the two last reports (after the rebuilding of the section in January 2015). Once again the differences within a PSB are notable. In France TV, the médiateur from France 2 publishes some answered questions and the most recent reports, while the médiateur des programmes and the France 3 médiatrice barely offers the last one or two reports. The mediatore from RSI refers to some cases, in contrast with the other Swiss ombudsmann and médiatrice, which provide a series of resolved complaints and an annual report, the first, and the full set of statistics since 1991, the second. RTVE and RTP have similar strategies, supporting quarterly or annual reports and storing the series since the implementation of the figure in both countries in 2006.
The third parameter considered, the dissemination, refers to a range of options including legal and selfregulatory documents in the section but also the dissemination of the activity through social networks and programmes allocated on the website. It is important, in order to raise awareness, to make the audience know the main documents that guarantee the viewer's rights and the self-regulatory norms imposed by the professionals to ensure compliance of the social responsibility. The legal documents considered were the laws, statutes or legal statements that regulate the procedure in the section or that are linked to others. All of these are available in ZDF, BBC, RTVE and RTP, which clearly facilitate the access to this legal background.
ORF and RTBF link with the legal regulation while RTS and RTÉ only do so with some legal articles, and SRF and RSI barely mention the legislative texts relating to this activity. Neither RAI nor France TV offer information or links from the ombudsman section.
Together with the previous documents, the self-regulatory norms constitute the basis to settle the PSB performance, so it is crucial that the viewer knows them (Lauk and Kus, 2012: 171) . Half of the PSB offer in the ombudsman sections the possibility to consult these rules. Taking into consideration this fact, the presence but also the findability has been valuated from 0 to 3 in this item. Once again the BBC is the most exhaustive, completing the Editorial Guidelines-the BBC's values and standards-with Editorial Policy
Guidance Notes, with further explanation of their themes and practical tips. RTVE and ORF joined the programming guidelines with child protection standards while RTÉ offer only the first, consigning other selfregulatory documents in the corporate section, as RTP and two of the Swiss regional broadcasters do exclusively. ZDF, SRF and France Télévisions include these documents in a related sub-site, but not directly as a part of the complaints (Programmbeschwerden) or the ombudstelle and médiateurs section.
Media literacy is an important point in the perception and pressure for media accountability, as the Unesco (2011) and other international organisations (Celot, 2009 ) as well as researchers (Lauk and Kus, 2012: 171; Groenhart, 2012: 201) have noted. This is why in the dissemination section, the use of social networks or broadcast programmes has been analysed in order to contribute to the knowledge of this activity but also to promote critical thinking competences and participatory abilities. The médiateurs of France TV and provedores of RTP have a Facebook or Twitter account-sometimes both-and the BBC Trust only the latter.
However, the use is very dissimilar, with a more remarkable intensity on the BBC and France 3. Together with the social networks (valuated depending on the account activation and use up to two points in Table   2 ), another element has been considered that has a pedagogical function, such as the dissemination of programmes dealing with the audience complaints or questions (valuated with one more point). Not all PSB broadcast these programmes 7 , but all that do it offer to the viewers the possibility of accessing it from a section on the website, compensating untimely transmissions. BBC and RTP have both a weekly radio and TV programme-Feedback and Newswatch, on the British broadcaster and Em Nome do Ouvinte and Voz do Cidadão on the Portuguese-while France 3 and RTVE offer the monthly spaces Votre télé et vous and RTVE responde. RTBF broadcast MediaLog, a monthly media magazine, the contents of which are devoted to answering audience questions and reactions collected by the mediation service, but not conducted by the médiatrice herself (until January 2015 it was not possible to find any link or mention in the section).
Comparative with the Hallin and Mancini model
The PSB complaints procedures analysed are only partially coherent with the Mediterranean, Democratic
Corporate and Liberal systems proposed by Hallin and Mancini (2004) . While we can clearly identify common traits among three of the Mediterranean PSB, the similarity between those originally included in the Democratic Corporate is not so evident when trying to define them. So in this way, RTP, RTVE and France TV opt for versions of the ombudsman role, with resolute and conclusive functions, a personality-centred profile and a pedagogical orientation, including TV programmes conducted by them. In these cases the election and professional links with the PSB are quite high, as in the Belgian RTBF. The Swiss SRGSSR share the election of a single player but with different characteristics, since in the Helvetian country the audience council makes the appointment of the ombudsman and its role has a conciliator profile. (Santori and Ferrigni, 2005: 162) .
Conclusions
Media accountability in Europe has been defined as "a highly fragmented picture" (Baldi, 2007: 18) and we can use the same expression to identify the complaints procedure established in the analysed PSB, as it is possible to find a great diversity of options, despite the converging media governance arrangements in Europe (Bardoel, 2007; Wagner and Berg, 2015) . The differences concern not only the number of responsible bodies in charge but also their performance. Three of the PSB have more than one figure playing the ombudsman role-either regionally (Switzerland), for radio and TV (RTP), or for channels and contents (France Télévisions)-and the results in terms of visibility and transparency present some internal differences.
Even though the research is confined to complaint procedures, this mechanism represents an important tool in the accountability system, since it deals with viewers' concerns on both the citizen and consumer sides (Hasebrink et al., 2007) . The PSB considered in the study have implemented a particular mechanism to deal with viewers' complaints but one can find substantial differences among the corporations, in a range between the less developed, as is the case of the Italian RAI, and the BBC, presenting the most elaborate process.
The election of staff members and their designation are critical points, in terms of independency (Hulin, 2005: 93; Van Dalen and Deuze, 2006; Evers, 2012: 241) , in five PSB (RTVE, RTP, France Télévisions, RTÉ and RTBF). According to the visibility and transparency ranking, three of the ombudsmen figures meet two thirds of the criteria, but most of them barely overcome the half way point (14-17 points out of 27). Three of the PSB complaints services analysed (RAI, ORF and RTBF) do not even reach this amount.
There is also an important task in improving the commitment to media literacy in two directions. Firstly, increasing the transparency, giving regular account of the activity (Lauk and Kus, 2012) or taking advantage of the social networks and of the broadcasting programmes to engage the debate and the dialogue (Leal et al, 2012) . Secondly, providing access-from the complaints sections-to legal and self-regulatory documents, besides the annual reports of activity, which contributes to a better understanding of the PSB (Glasser and Ettema, 2008; Lauk and Kus, 2012 Télévisions, RTVE and RTP), the heterogeneity of models and procedures is predominant in the complaints sections of the West European PSB.
Our concern was to analyse the mechanisms implemented by ten European PSB to deal with complaints, this is, institutionalised online instruments provided by the media corporations. This means a specific area in the accountability and audience rights field. As other researchers have pointed out, we should look at accountability institutions as a system or a network of infrastructures (Ruß-Mohl in Glowacki, 2012: 287) and improve the study of the underrepresented users' perception of media accountability (Groenhart, 2012) .
Notes
1.
Most of these organisations are grouped in the European Alliance of Listeners' and Viewers'
Associations (EURALVA) and the European Association for Viewers' Interests (EAVI).
2.
The word Ombudsman has Scandinavian roots-it is a fusion of ombud (representative) and man (person)-, and first appeared in the Swedish Constitution in 1809, to refer-in a country exhausted by the war and the damaged harvest-to the public advocate, appointed by the Parliament to ensure citizens' rights (Nilsson, 1986) . York World (Béal, 2008) . Other sources link their origin to even earlier, associated to the performance of some Japanese newspapers in the 1920s (Faria, 1998; Dorvkin, 2005) . Elia (2007) contends that the character of the latter is not equitable with the current ombudsmen. Though not precisely a TV ombudsman programme, RAI offers since 2005 the weekly TV Talk, a magazine devoted to analyse and comment relevant TV events or controversies.
8.
Reports are included on the website: http://www.rai.it/dl/rai/text/ContentItem-6ffdb289-357e-41a8-9472-c3509ff64f1e.html?refresh_ce
